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Regional varieties of Italian 
in the linguistic repertoire
MASSIMO CERRUTI
Abstract
This paper focuses on regional Italian as a special observatory for both syn-
chronic and diachronic variation in Italian. After a brief overview of some key 
concepts (Section 1) and the state of the art (Section 2), I consider regional 
Italian in a language-contact perspective (Section 3). In addition, I analyze it 
from the viewpoint of the reciprocal relationship between dimensions of lin-
guistic variation (Section 4). The topics addressed here range from the process 
of language shift  from Italo-Romance dialects toward Italian to the decreas-
ing regional markedness of contemporary Italian. They therefore include 
 issues related to native-like competence, ongoing restandardization, and de-
velopmental tendencies in Italian.
Keywords: linguistic variation; language contact; regional Italian; 
 standardization.
1.	 Regional	varieties	of	Italian	and	Italo-Romance	dialects







of	 the	 language	system,	especially	with	 regard	 to	phonetics,	phonology	and	
prosody,	and	represent	the	Italian	actually	spoken	in	contemporary	Italy.	Com-




















particularly	 in	 the	second	half	of	 the	1970s	and	were	mainly	devoted	 to	 the	
detection	 of	 linguistic	 features	 that	 could	 describe	 and	 distinguish	 each	 re-
gional	variety	of	Italian.	Cortelazzo	and	Mioni	(1990)	offer	a	first	assessment	
of	 both	 perspectives,	 following	 approximately	 thirty	 years	 of	 research	 (cf.	
	Cerruti	[2009:	17–25]	for	an	updated	bibliographic	review).
Although	 less	 steadily	 than	before,	 the	 last	 two	decades	have	produced	a	
wealth	of	research	in	RI,	which	also	contributed	to	the	ongoing	theoretical	and	













b)	 	Contact	 Linguistics,	 mainly	 devoted	 to	 the	 study	 of	 substratum	 inter-
ference	phenomena	(cf.	e.g.	Berruto	2005;	Sornicola	2006;	Benincà	and	
Damonte	2009;	Cardinaletti	and	Munaro	2009;	Cerruti	forthcoming	a);
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c)	 	Sociolinguistics	and	variation	analysis,	also	broadening	out	into	matters	
of	Sociology	of	Language	(cf.	e.g.	Conti	and	Courtens	1992;	Alfonzetti	
1997;	 Binazzi	 1997;	Amenta	 1999,	 2008;	 Berruto	 2003;	Miglietta	 and	
	Sobrero	 2003;	 D’Achille	 and	 Viviani	 2003;	 Fusco	 2004;	 Regis	 2006;	
	Sobrero	2006;	Boario	2008;	Cerruti	2007,	2009);
d)	 	Geolinguistics	(cf.	e.g.	Sobrero	et	al.	1991;	Ruffino	1995;	Tempesta	2002);



















language	acquisition.	 Italian	 scholars	have	 suggested	 to	consider	RI,	 and	 in	
particular	its	social	varieties	spoken	by	less	educated	speakers	—	the	so-called	
italiano regionale popolare (‘folk’	 RI),	 or	 simply	 italiano popolare (‘folk’	
















convergence,	or	advergence	 (Advergenz	 [Mattheier	1996:	34])	 from	dialects	




determining	 linguistic	 unification,	 advergence	 has	 caused	 an	 increasing	 dif-
ferentiation	across	the	national	linguistic	repertoire.
The	formation	of	“folk”	regional	varieties	of	Italian	has	then	turned	into	a	





























Regional varieties of Italian	 13









cess	 of	 language	 shift”	 (Thomason	 and	 Kaufman	 1988:	 38).	 The	 fact	 that	
RI	has	then	become	the	mother	tongue	of	the	following	generations,	and	the	
(spoken)	 language	 of	 the	 entire	 national	 speech	 community,	 recalls	 typical	
	aspects	of	creole	formation	(obviously	retaining	clearly	visible	sociolinguistic	
differences;	 cf.	D’Achille	 2002).	More	 specifically,	 similarities	 can	 be	 seen	
with	those	creoles	emerging	from	learning	varieties	of	a	superstrate	language	
(cf.	Cerruti	forthcoming	a).














































3.2.	 One common grammar, different grammars?






a)	 	high	 consistency	 with	 universal	 (that	 is,	 system-independent)	 natural-
ness	 principles;	 besides	 cases	 of	 naturalness	 conflicts,	 it	 shows	 only	 a	
few	cases	of	marked	features,	mainly	on	the	border	between	lexicon	and	
morphosyntax;
b)	 	general	 structural	adequacy	 to	 the	system	of	SI;	 that	 is,	general	consis-
tency	with	system-dependent	naturalness	principles;
c)	 	linguistic	 features	 that	 fit	 in	 with	 restandardization	 tendencies	 in	 neo-
standard	Italian,	even	though	showing	peculiar	distributional	or	structural	
features;	 for	 example,	 the	 regional	 progressive	 periphrasis	 essere quì/lì 
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tested	 in	Piedmontese	 “folk”	RI	 and	 in	other	varieties	of	 italiano regionale 
popolare.



























These	 aspects,	 which	 are	 also	 of	 fundamental	 interest	 for	 the	 issue	 of	 the	
	native-like	competence	of	Italian	(see	Section	3),	have	been	addressed	in	re-
cent	 research	 (cf.	 among	others	Berruto	2009;	Benincà	and	Damonte	2009;	




3.3.	 Italo-Romance dialects and regional varieties of Italian: common paths 
of development
Italo-Romance	 dialects	 and	 regional	 varieties	 of	 Italian	 are	 generally	 going	
through	similar	stages	of	common	developmental	paths,	which	are	furthermore	




Table	1.	 Singular personal pronouns in “folk” Northern RI (italics) and in SI (roman)
Sbj obj (strong	pronouns) obj (clitic	pronouns)
1	Sg mf	io	/	me mf	me	/	me mf	mi	/	mi
























makes	 the	greatest	use	of	a	be-type	auxiliary	 (essere).	Some	 Italo-Romance	









































this	 can	 be	 found	 in	 the	 spread	 of	 phrasal	 verbs	 even	 in	 regional	 varieties	
whose	 substratum	 dialect	 does	 not	 show	 an	 equally	wide	 diffusion	 of	 such	
constructions	(as	in	Sicilian	RI;	Amenta	2008).
Moreover,	 conflicting	 contact-induced	 tendencies	 and	 language-internally	
motivated	tendencies	can	coexist	within	the	same	regional	variety	of	Italian.	
By	way	of	example,	Compound	Past	 (e.g.	ho scritto,	sono arrivato,	 ‘I	have	





are	 characterized	 by	 conflicting	 tendencies.	 In	 Sicilian	RI,	 for	 instance,	 the	
	language-internally	motivated	Compound	Past	diffusion	 is	 restrained	by	 the	
contact-induced	 maintenance	 of	 Simple	 Past,	 which	 is	 well-established	 in	
the	Sicilian	dialect	(Alfonzetti	1997:	15–17).
These	few	examples	seem	to	suggest	that	a	process	of	convergence	among	
the	different	 regional	varieties	of	 Italian	 is	 in	 fact	under	way.	Such	process	
tends	 to	 reduce	 the	 (socio-)geographical	 markedness	 of	 previously	 marked	
constructions.
Nevertheless,	with	respect	to	a	given	phenomenon,	even	the	same	regional	




eties	 of	 Italian,	 without	 relevant	 regional	 differences	 (Iacobini	 and	Masini	
2009);	stare+Gerund	in	Sicilian	RI	behaves	more	like	a	purely	imperfective	
form	in	less	educated	speakers	and	in	informal	styles	(Amenta	1999:	98);	the	
generalization	 of	 the	have-type	 auxiliary	 in	Trentino	 is	 at	 a	more	 advanced	
stage	in	“folk”	RI	(Cordin	2009:	88–93),	etc.
In	conclusion,	 it	 is	worth	 remembering	 that	 in	 these	cases	—	as	 in	many	
	others	—	restandardization	tendencies	do	not	lead	to	the	creation	of	construc-











sions	 of	 linguistic	 variation.	 According	 to	 the	 continental	 European	 tradi-
tion,	we	 refer	 to	 the	 three	main	 dimensions	 of	 synchronic	 variation	 as	dia-
dimensions:	 diatopia	 (variation	 across	 space),	 diastratia	 (variation	 across	
	socio-economic	 classes	 and	 social	 groups)	 and	 diaphasia	 (variation	 across	








































333).	For	 instance,	a	 research	carried	out	on	Bolognese	 Italian	 (Rizzi	1989:	
113–119)	points	out	that	the	sociolinguistic	variables	(ʎ),	(	ɲ),	and	(	ʃ	)	are	real-





show	 a	 typical	Labovian	 pattern.	With	 regard	 to	 the	Tuscan	gorgia,	 for	 in-
stance,	the	spirantization	of	intervocalic	voiceless	plosives	is	sensitive	both	to	
style	and	social	stratification.	As	for	the	variable	(k),	the	production	of	the	re-







to	 style	 stratification.	This	 is	 even	more	 so	 for	 regional	markedness.	 Italian	
speakers	are	often	unaware	that	a	given	linguistic	feature	is	regionally	marked	
and,	all	the	more	so,	that	this	is	due	to	substratum	interference.	All	things	being	































English,	 one	 should	 bear	 in	mind	 that	 the	 former	 has	 neither	 diastratia	 nor	
	diaphasia	as	its	primary	dimension	of	variation.
4.2.	 From contact-induced changes to intra-linguistic variation
As	I	mentioned	earlier	(see	Section	3;	Dal	Negro	and	Vietti,	this	issue),	Ital-
ian	has	been	used	almost	exclusively	in	writing	and	in	formal	styles	for	centu-
ries.	During	 the	 twentieth	century	 it	has	enjoyed	mass-diffusion	and	gained	
expressive	means	for	informal	styles.	Substratum	interferences	have	contrib-
uted	 to	 widening	 the	 range	 of	 style	 variation,	 giving	 rise	 to	 regional	 vari-
ants	that	are	stylistically	stratified.	Italo-Romance	dialects	have	thus	come	to	
create	 sets	 of	 variants	 previously	 not	 existing	 in	 Italian;	 see	 for	 instance	 in	
Piedmontese	RI	 the	 following	 set	 that	 ranges	 from	 the	most	 formal	 variant	
to	the	less	formal	one:	investirsi (SI),	scontrarsi (SI),	bocciare (standard	RI),	
andarsi addosso (SI),	 darsi dentro (popular	 RI)	 ‘to	 collide’	 (said	 of	motor	
	vehicles).
Intra-linguistic	 variation	 often	 originates	 from	 contact-induced	 changes.	
Some	peculiar	outcomes	can	be	summarized	as	follows.	In	Piedmontese	RI,	
the	sociolinguistic	variables	(benché)	‘although’,	(finché)	‘until’,	and	(perché)	























a	passive	construction,	 i.e.	 formed	with	a	 li-type	subject	clitic	and	a	si-type	
passive	clitic	(e.g.	Venetian	i se leze	‘they	are	read’).	Thus,	in	Italian	li	may	be	
presumably	reanalyzed	as	a	subject	clitic,	which	triggers	the	agreement	(Car-
















or	second	singular	person	indirect	object,	as	in	ti dico a te	‘I	say	to	you’,	liter-
ally	‘to	you	I	say	to	you’),	while	it	is	widely	optional	and	depends	on	pragmatic	
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1992)	 has	 already	 provided	 signs	 of	 this	 tendency.	 Teenagers	 of	 the	 lower	
	middle	 class,	whose	 parents	moved	 to	 Rome	 from	 various	 regions	 of	 Italy	
	either	 before	 or	 soon	 after	 their	 birth,	 showed	 remarkable	 speech	 conver-
gence	 towards	 the	pronunciation	patterns	of	 their	Roman	 schoolmates,	 thus	
producing	some	of	the	most	characteristic	traits	of	Roman	Italian;	e.g.	degem-
ination	 of	 intervocalic	 geminate	 alveolar	 trills	 (as	 in	 ['bi:ra]	 vs.	 SI	 ['bir:a]	
‘beer’),	 gemination	 of	 intervocalic	 voiced	 bilabial	 plosives	 (['ab:ile]	 vs.	 SI	
['a:bile]	 ‘able’)	 and	 intervocalic	 voiced	 postalveolar	 affricates	 (['ad:ʒile]	 vs.	
SI	['a:dʒile]	‘agile’),	deaffrication	of	intervocalic	voiceless	postalveolar	affri-
cates	 (['vo:ʃe]	vs.	SI	 ['vo:tʃe]	 ‘voice’),	etc.	Nonetheless,	 the	 regional	variety	
spoken	by	their	Roman	schoolmates	did	not	show	a	great	amount	of	regionally	
marked	features.
As	 is	well	 known,	 speech	 convergence	 generally	 undertakes	 social	 func-
tions.	The	following	example	provides	evidence	of	this.	The	so-called	raddop-
piamento fonosintattico	 (‘phonosyntactic	 doubling’;7	 e.g.	 ['va:do	 a'r:o:ma],	
vado a Roma	 ‘I	go	 to	Rome’)	 is	a	phonological	 feature	of	SI	 that	occurs	 in	
Central	and	Southern	regional	varieties	of	Italian	but	not	in	the	Northern	vari-
eties.	Yet,	it	is	attested	in	Turin	Italian.	Presumably	as	a	result	of	the	twentieth	















































tion	(e.g.	if-clauses	with	conditional	mood	doubling:	folk	RI	se potrei partire lo farei vs.	SI	se 
potessi partire lo farei ‘if	I	could	leave	I	would’).
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